
Many homeowners are frustrated by
low-lying areas in their yards which
are always a bit on the soggy side.
Fortunately, these wet areas can be
turned into desirable landscapes
which are beautiful, easy to maintain,
and beneficial to the environment.

Using native or indigenous plants
and a bit of creativity, you can trans-
form mucky soils into lively gardens
which will provide wildlife habitat,
filter excess nutrients and pollutants
from stormwater, recharge ground-
water supplies, and control flooding.
Natives are essential to this reclama-
tion of wet areas.  Over thousands
of years, they have adapted to rain-
fall and seasonal temperature pat-
terns; if you have a niche, they can
and will fill it.

Before you start, you must consider
whether your proposed gardens
location is near a building, public
area, or pathway, where flooding
might be a problem or where it
might cause property damage.  The
goal is to take advantage of these
wet areas, not to haphazardly create
a pond or wetland, which requires
extensive planning and effort.

Also, how will your wet garden
fare during the summer?  It is advis-
able to choose moisture-loving
plants which can also tolerate semi-
dry conditions.  Most native plant
lists and nurseries can suggest good
possibilities.  Perhaps you can divert

some rainwater from your roof or
patio toward this garden during dry
spells.  If so, slow the flow of that
water by first directing it across a
buffer strip of turfgrass to prevent
potential wash-outs.

Next, develop a garden plan.  An
easy way to "design" the shape of
your garden is to use a garden hose
connected end-to-end.  Move the
hose around to match the outside
contours of your soggy patch, or
adjust the hose until you are pleased
with a basic outline, whether oval,
kidney shaped, or free-form. 

You must also ask yourself, what
sort of garden will it be?  If you are
simply looking to fill a sunny area
with trees and shrubs, look to large
deciduous trees such as Red Maple
and Green Ash, or evergreens like the
Eastern Red Cedar or common
Juniper.  In more closed quarters, you
will find that many smaller trees and
shrubs are commonly understory resi-
dents, and do well in a range from
full sun to partial (and even full)
shade, such as the ever showy
Shadbush, Witch Hazel, Arrowwood,
tasty Elderberry, or Redbud.

Success in a Soggy Garden



If your wet landscape is already
under a shady canopy, select medi-
um-sized specimens like river birch,
spicebush, mountain laurel, or sweet
pepperbush — usually a coastal plain
plant, but a delightful magnet for
butterflies and other wildlife.

Another approach is to underplant
these or existing trees and shrubs
with ferns and groundcovers creat-
ing the illusion of a lush "forest
floor."  Easily-established possibilities
include Christmas, Cinnamon, and
Sensitive ferns, although you might
also want to tuck in —  or substitute
— clumps of Wild Ginger,
Wintergreen, and Mountain
Stonecrop.  These are all evergreen
natives and a vast improvement over
invasive English ivy. Plant them in
natural-looking clumps of three-five
per individual species, more if your
budget can afford it — and if you’re
anxious for a lush look in less time.

Naturally, if your basic goal is mere-
ly to cover a muddy depression in
your lawn, you can simply use these
and other groundcover plants in
groups by themselves.

Sunny wet zones allow you to
plant for brilliant color and wildlife,
especially nectar-feeding butterflies
and hummingbirds, and other birds.
Favorites include Cardinal Flower,
Great Blue Lobelia, Wild Columbine,
Foamflower, Virginia Spiderwort,
New York Ironweed, Wrinkleleaf
Goldenrod, Rudbeckia species like
Black-Eyed-Susan, New England
Aster, Swamp Milkweed, and
Eupatorium species like Joe-Pye
Weed. These offer a tapestry of hues
from red and yellow to pink and
dark purple, and range in height
from two or three feet to over seven

feet; plant taller specimens toward
the inside of your bed.

Regardless of sun or shade, you
should always begin your project by
applying a mulch layer several inches
deep. Use a shredded hardwood
mulch, which is less likely to wash or
"float" away during a storm.

All of the species listed above are
available through specialty nurseries,
although local nurseries and garden
centers are now featuring an expand-
ing variety of natives. There are scores
of other readily available plants suit-
able for your soggy garden.

Plants for Wet & Moist Soils

Large Trees
Silver Maple Acer saccharinum
Red Maple Acer rubrum
Alder  Alnus serrulata
River Birch Betula nigra
American Hornbeam Carpinus caroliniana
Swamp Hickory Carya cordiformis
Green Ash Fraxinus pennsylvanica
Black Walnut Juglans nigra
American Sycamore Platanus occidentalis
Black Willow  Salix nigra
Swamp White Oak Quercus bicolor
American Elm Ulmus americana
Red Elm Ulmus rubra

Small Trees and Shrubs
Serviceberry/Shadbush Amelanchier canadensis
Red Chokeberry Aronia arbutifolia
Pawpaw Asimina triloba
Buttonbush Cephalanthus occidentalis 
Redbud Cercis canadensis
Fringetree Chionanthus virginicus
Sweet Pepperbush Clethra alnifolia 
Silky Dogwood Cornus amomum
Red Osier Dogwood Cornus stolonifera
Strawberry Bush Euonymous americana  
Witch Hazel Hamamelis virginiana 
Winterberry Holly Ilex verticillata
Virginia Sweetspire Itea virginica
Spicebush Lindera benzoin
Common Elderberry Sambucus canadensis

Grasses and Ferns
Big Bluestem Andropogon gerardii
Tussock Sedge Carex stricta
River Oats Chasmanthium latifolium
Virginia Switchgrass Panicum virgatum 
Gama Grass Tripsacum dactyloides
Sensitive Fern Onoclea sensibilis
Cinnamon Fern Osmunda cinnamomea
Christmas Fern Polystichum acrostichoides

Vines
Crossvine Bignonia capreolata
Virginia Creeper Parthenocissus quinquefolia
American Wisteria  Wisteria frutescens

Herbaceous Plants
Eastern/Wild Columbine Aquilegia canadensis
Wild Ginger Asarum canadense 
Swamp Milkweed Asclepias incarnata
Butterflyweed Asclepias tuberosa
White Wood Aster Aster divaricatus
New England Aster Aster novae-angliae 
New York Aster Aster novi-belgii
False Blue Indigo Baptisia australis
Boltonia Boltonia asteroides
Turtlehead Chelone glabra
Green-and-Gold Chrysogonum virginianum
Wild Bleeding Heart Dicentra eximia
Joe-Pye Weed Eupatorium spp.
Common Boneset Eupatorium perfoliatum
Cranesbill Geranium maculatum
Yellow Sneezeweed Helenium autumnale
Oxeye Sunflower Heliopsis helianthoides
Round-lobed Hepatica Hepatica americana
Alumroot Heuchera americana
Blazingstar/Gayfeather Liatris spicata
Cardinal Flower Lobelia cardinalis
Great Blue Lobelia Lobelia siphilitica
Beebalm Monarda didyma
Wild Bergamot Monarda fistulosa
Narrow-leaf Sundrops Oenothera fruticosa
Beardtongue Penstemon digitalis
Woodland Phlox Phlox divaricata
Obedient Plant Physostegia virginiana
Coneflower (var.) Rudbeckia spp.
Golden Ragwort Senecio aureus
Blue-eyed Grass Sisyrinchium atlanticum
Goldenrod (var.) Solidago spp.
Foamflower Tiarella cordifolia
Blue Vervain Verbena hastata

New York Ironweed Vernonia noveboracensis
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